Of Samaritans, Sadducees
and Plato*
By David Brickner
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he main liturgical prayer of Jewish worship is known as the Amidah and is recited
every day in the synagogue. That prayer
declares: “Your loving-kindness sustains the living, your great mercies give life to the dead.”
The “Thirteen Principles of Faith” articulated by
the famous Rabbi Moses Maimonides states,
“I believe with perfect faith that the dead will be
brought back to life when God wills it to happen.”
These beliefs were not relegated to some fringe
group of Jewish practitioners. They were close
to the heart of a significant sector of the Jewish
people. In fact, the “pro-Resurrection view” won
out after a great deal of conﬂict and debate during the formative period of rabbinic Judaism. The
Sadducees and the Samaritans argued against a
belief in the resurrection primarily because they
insisted it was not a doctrine taught in the Law of
Moses. Sound familiar?
The Pharisees, who became the forbearers of rabbinic Judaism, argued successfully that the resurrection was indeed taught in the Torah. In the
Talmud it is recorded,“Rabbi Meir asked,‘whence
is the Resurrection derived from the Torah?’ As it
is said, ‘Then will Moses and the children of Israel
sing this song unto the Lord.’ It is not said ‘sang’
but will sing; hence the Resurrection is deducible
from the Torah” (Sanhedrin 90b).
The Pharisees won their point and Judaism embraced the doctrine of Resurrection for nearly
2000 years. But now it seems the views of those
Sadducees and Samaritans have made a comeback. In the nineteenth century the leaders of Reform Judaism actually changed the Amidah to give

praise to God “Who has planted immortal life
within us.” The leaders insisted on what has now
become known as “the Pittsburgh platform,” that
the soul of man is immortal, saying, “[we] reject as
ideas not rooted in Judaism the belief . . . in bodily
resurrection.”
Ironically, the idea of the immortality of the soul
but not the body comes from Greek Platonic
thought, not from the Bible.
Whether it’s a matter of anti-supernaturalism
or whether it’s merely fuzzy thinking, the views
of Plato, the Samaritans and the Sadducees are
predominant today. Even among some Christians
confusion has crept in on this point. Many vaguely imagine the afterlife as a place where disembodied spirits reside. Perhaps that’s to shake loose
the almost comical popular depiction wherein
the departed somehow sprout angel wings and go
ﬂitting among the clouds, playing harps and looking as though this will occupy them quite happily
for an eternity. Neither image is in keeping with
Scripture.
The Bible confidently aﬃrms bodily resurrection
from the dead whereby we’ll be radically changed,
yet somehow still be ourselves. We know we’ll be
praising God, but we also know that “eye hath not
seen, ear hath not heard” the wonders that await
us in those resurrection bodies. The Bible oﬀers
unbounded hope for this life and the life to come.
*Excerpted from Jews for Jesus, Vol. 8:5769, April 2009.
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